L E A D is just fancy writer-speak for the introduction to a piece of writing: your leading sentence(s). With short nonfiction, you have a very short amount of time to grab your reader and hold on. Whether or not you are able to do this depends entirely upon the lead that you construct. For this reason, the lead is the most important part of a piece. If you can't get readers through the first few sentences, then the rest of the story is irrelevant.

There are many types of leads. The type that’s best depends upon the purpose of the article, the intended audience, and the response for which you are aiming from your readers. Of course, it’s no good to rely exclusively on formulaic leads; some of the best leads are creative combinations of a couple different types. Note: Here’s a great website on avoiding cliché in leads, put together by the Society of Professional Journalists: http://www.spj.org/rrr.asp?ref=65&t=yj.
TYPES and EXAMPLES of LEADS

1. Straight Summary Lead
Scientifically advanced nations, most notably the United States, seem on the verge of a new situation in which the traditional goals of doctors and others concerned with health care will be radically altered. The changes will be the result of increased understanding of the basic molecular mechanisms shared by all living things and a widened ability to devise technological methods by which those processes may be manipulated.

-Sherwin B. Nuland’s “Getting in Nature’s Way,” from The New York Review of Books
2. Snapshot or Dramatic Lead
I swipe an alcohol-soaked gauze pad over my younger brother’s left thigh, an inch below the hem of his SpongeBob boxers. As I screw the needle into the injection pen, Alex feeds me instructions. It’s my first time, but already it’s his thirty-seventh.

-Jenny Everett’s “My Little Brother on Drugs,” from Popular Science Magazine
3. Focus-on-a-person lead 
When it came time to pose for the shot that would eventually serve as the poster for Grand Canyon West, Wilfred Whatoname went with his gut. With feathers and abalone shells hanging from his braid, he turned to the horizon, closed his eyes, and whispered a prayer. This moment was for his people, for his children, a private expression of hope that this massive project in the desert would be worth all the fuss…snap. Today Whatoname smiles at the sight of his own mug, blown up against a promotional background and plastered on the side of a tour bus.

-Dev Das’s “The Grand Canyon Under Glass,” from Sierra Magazine
4. Quotation Lead
5. Ironic or Contrast Lead: 
The thing about the mud hoisted from the bottom of the Black Sea in the summer of 2001 – the thing that surprised and delighted the researchers aboard the Professor Logachev – was that there was hardly any mud at all.

-Robert Kunzig’s “20,000 Microbes Under the Sea,” from Discover Magazine
6. Punch Lead: 
      Everyone is ganging up on biofuel. 

 

-Reed McManus’s “Biofuel Takes a Beating,” from Sierra Magazine
SAMPLE LEADS from SCIENCE WRITING
One day last September, as Britney Spears was about to board a flight to Los Angeles from London, a rectangular blue bottle fell out of her purse. She quickly stuffed it back in, but not before the paparazzi recorded the event. Neither Spears nor her spokesman was willing to comment on the contents of the bottle, but the next morning London’s Daily Express published a page of pictures under the headline “Exclusive: Pop Princess Spotted at Airport with Pot of Slimming Tablets.” Spears was apparently carrying Zantrex-3, one of the most popular weight-loss supplements currently sold in the United States. 

-Michael Specter’s “Miracle in a Bottle,” from The New Yorker
--

The discovery of new species—figuring out what they do in nature and how they contribute to our wealth and happiness—is one of the most exciting branches of science today. 

-Andrew Beattie and Paul Erlich’s prologue to Wild Solutions

--

What happened, what we think happened in distant memory, is built around a small collection of dominating images. In one of my own from the age of seven, I stand in the shallows off Paradise Beach, staring down at a jellyfish in water so still and clear that its every detail is revealed as though it were trapped in glass.

-EO Wilson’s chapter 1 opener of Naturalist
--
First off, let’s agree to call them vultures. 

-Alan Pistorius’s “Circling Scavengers: Turkey Vultures Soar to New Sites,” from Northern Woodlands Magazine
--

At the moment, Rafael de la Parra has but one goal: to jump into water churning with whale sharks and, if he can get within a few feet of one, use a tool that looks rather like a spear to attach a plastic, numbered identification tag beside the animal’s dorsal fin.
-Juliet Eilperin’s “Swimming With Sharks,” from Smithsonian Magazine
--

A huge mound of vines, 8 feet wide by a dozen yards long, lay baking in the August sun. The effort required to cut all those vines by hand, drag them out of the woods, and pile them up to dry suggested someone with a mission.
-Tovar Cerulli’s “Woodland Invasives,” from Northern Woodlands
--

This story about good food begins in a quick-stop convenience market. 

-Barbara Kingsolver’s chapter 1 opener of Animal, Vegetable, Miracle
​--

CHEYENNE MOUNTAIN SITS on the eastern slope of Colorado's Front Range, rising steeply from the prairie and overlooking the city of Colorado Springs. From a distance, the mountain appears beautiful and serene, dotted with rocky outcroppings, scrub oak, and ponderosa pine. It looks like the backdrop of an old Hollywood western, just another gorgeous Rocky Mountain vista. And yet Cheyenne Mountain is hardly pristine. 
One of the nation's most important military installations lies deep within it, housing units of the North American Aerospace Command, the Air Force Space Command, and the United States Space Command. During the mid-1950s, high-level officials at the Pentagon worried that America's air defenses had become vulnerable to sabotage and attack. Cheyenne Mountain was chosen as the site for a top-secret, underground combat operations center. The mountain was hollowed out, and fifteen buildings, most of them three stories high, were erected amid a maze of tunnels and passageways extending for miles. The four-and-a-half-acre underground complex was designed to survive a direct hit by an atomic bomb. 
Now officially called the Cheyenne Mountain Air Force Station, the facility is entered through steel blast doors that are three feet thick and weigh twenty-five tons each; they automatically swing shut in less than twenty seconds. The base is closed to the public, and a heavily armed quick response team guards against intruders. Pressurized air within the complex prevents contamination by radioactive fallout and biological weapons. The buildings are mounted on gigantic steel springs to ride out an earthquake or the blast wave of a thermonuclear strike. The hallways and staircases are painted slate gray, the ceilings are low, and there are combination locks on many of the doors. A narrow escape tunnel, entered through a metal hatch, twists and turns its way out of the mountain through solid rock. The place feels like the set of an early James Bond movie, with men in jumpsuits driving little electric vans from one brightly lit cavern to another. 

…This futuristic military base inside a mountain has the capability to be self-sustaining for at least one month. Its generators can produce enough electricity to power a city the size of Tampa, Florida. Its underground reservoirs hold millions of gallons of water; workers sometimes traverse them in rowboats. The complex has its own underground fitness center, a medical clinic, a dentist's office, a barbershop, a chapel, and a cafeteria. When the men and women stationed at Cheyenne Mountain get tired of the food in the cafeteria, they often send somebody over to the Burger King at Fort Carson, a nearby army base. Or they call Domino's. 

Almost every night, a Domino's deliveryman winds his way up the lonely Cheyenne Mountain Road, past the ominous DEADLY FORCE AUTHORIZED signs, past the security checkpoint at the entrance of the base, driving toward the heavily guarded North Portal, tucked behind chain link and barbed wire. Near the spot where the road heads straight into the mountainside, the delivery man drops off his pizzas and collects his tip. And should Armageddon come, should a foreign enemy someday shower the United States with nuclear warheads, laying waste to the whole continent, entombed within Cheyenne Mountain, along with the high-tech marvels, the pale blue jumpsuits, comic books, and Bibles, future archeologists may find other clues to the nature of our civilization - Big King wrappers, hardened crusts of Cheesy Bread, Barbeque Wing bones, and the red, white, and blue of a Domino's pizza box. 

Over the last three decades, fast food has infiltrated every nook and cranny of American society. An industry that began with a handful of modest hot dog and hamburger stands in southern California has spread to every corner of the nation, selling a broad range of foods wherever paying customers may be found. …This is a book about fast food, the values it embodies, and the world it has made.
The opening from Eric Schlosser’s Fast Food Nation: The Dark Side of the All-American Meal


